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Opening remarks 

Symeon G. Tsomokos,  Founder and President, Delphi Economic Forum, Greece 

 

Mr Symeon Tsomokos welcomed the participants and extended gratitude to Mr. Ivan 

Krastev and his associates Anna Ganeva and Georgy Ganev, for the cooperation with 

Delphi Economic Forum in organising Plovdiv Economic Forum II, bringing together 

the most influential Bulgarian and international political, corporate and intellectual 

leaders. Mr. Tsomokos emphasised commitment for this project to be continued in 

Plovdiv, which is steadily arising as a cultural and business centre in Bulgaria. Words 

of appreciation were extended to the active and moral support of Prime Minister Boy-

ko Borissov, for embracing and honouring the Forum with his presence. Mr. Tsomo-

kos also thanked Mr. Ivan Totev, Mayor of Plovdiv, for his extensive help in success-

fully organising the Forum. The support of the following partners and donors was 

warmly acknowledged: American Chamber of Commerce in Bulgaria, The Hellenic 

Business Council in Bulgaria, Confindustria Bulgaria, TEZ, BBBA, Philip Morris In-

ternational, Postbank and more. 

 

 

Welcome remarks 

 

H.E. Grigorios Vassiloconstandakis, Ambassador of the Hellenic Republic to the 

Republic of Bulgaria 

 
Ambassador Vassiloconstandakis highlighted the significant role of Plovdiv Econom-

ic Forum in stimulating high-level multi-stakeholder dialogue of great regional impact 

and thanked the Bulgarian government for its support. The Greek Ambassador em-

phasised that Greece’s efforts have brought tangible results and have ultimately re-

stored its dynamism to an extent that Greece can efficiently promote regional stability 

and economic development, which, as he said, can only be achieved through coopera-

tion. He supported that we should focus on structuring a positive agenda, propelling 

sustainable synergies instead of rising barriers. Ambassador Vassiloconstandakis re-

marked that as a key regional actor, Greece fully supports Euroatlantic integration of 

the Western Balkan countries, provided that they meet the set criteria. He concluded 

that Greece and Bulgaria share key common foreign policy goals. 

 

Ivan Totev, Mayor of Plovdiv Municipality 

 

Mr. Ivan Totev welcomed the participants on behalf of Plovdiv Municipality and he 
referred to his administration’s commitment to attract investment and raise the 
quality of life in Plovdiv, highlighting that Plovdiv is one of the largest economic 
zones in southeast Europe as well as the industrial heart of Bulgaria. Mr. Totev also 
pointed out that Plovdiv is one of the faster developing regions in Europe, with a low 
unemployment rate, stable demographic indicators, updated educational policies 
and great opportunities for private-public partnerships. He extended his gratitude to 
the government for the great cooperation between the latter, business and local au-
thorities. Mr. Totev noted the importance of the city being the European Capital of 
Culture 2019 as an instrument for regional development in all sectors.  
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H.E. Tomislav Donchev, Deputy Prime Minister of Bulgaria 

 

After expressing his excitement on being part of the Plovdiv Economic Forum for the 

second time, Deputy Prime Minister Donchev centered his remarks around Bulgaria’s 

economic progress over the past few years. Mr. Donchev remarked that Bulgaria’s 

gross domestic product has doubled in the past 10 years. As the Bulgarian Deputy 

Prime Minister pointed out, exports increased 2.4 times and exports of IT products 

and outsourcing services increased 5 times. He emphasised that it is high time Bulgar-

ia lifted the bar higher and when speaking of investments and new manufactures, the 

country should have new targets and seek high added value, higher profits and sala-

ries. Mr. Donchev remarked that so as for states with regional status to evolve into  

global champions, what is imperative is a strong and modern educational system, 

sound public finance and capacity to achieve public consensus. 

 

H.E. Vladislav Goranov, Minister of Finance of Bulgaria 

 
After stressing the importance of Plovdiv Economic Forum, Bulgaria’s Minister of 

Finance shared data of the first trimester of 2019, which show that the national econ-

omy presented an impressive growth rate of 4.8%, which, as he pointed out, is a fore-

cast of an even better performance by the end of the year. Minister Goranov an-

nounced that Bulgaria will be joining ERM II, eurozone’s waiting room, hopefully by 

the end of the year, mentioning also the good cooperation that the country has estab-

lished with the ECB at a supervision level, and the fact that the government has har-

monised the national laws on money laundering with the European directives. He also 

commented that we are experiencing the shift of the labour centre from Central to 

Eastern Europe, which is also due to the cost of labor. Minister Goranov concluded 

that the low interest rates in Western Europe constitute an opportunity to repair any 

problems and proceed to further developments, highlighting that Bulgaria must not 

miss this chance. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guest of Honor and Speaker   

H.E. Boyko Borissov, Prime Minister of the Republic of Bulgaria 
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ΗΕ Boyko Borissov welcomed ambassadors, ministers, mayors and guests and started 

his speech by expressing his gratitude to Greece for its support of Bulgaria’s bid to 

join the EU some years ago. Mr. Borissov highlighted that the Bulgarian Presidency   

brought the topic of Western Balkan countries’ EU accession to the top of the agenda, 

expressing his hope that his counterparts from the Western Balkans will be supporting 

the countries’ accession, setting it a top priority. He put great emphasis on the digital 

and infrastructural connectivity in the Western Balkans region and the great prospects 

the states hold for business investors. He emphasised that good relationships should 

be maintained with neighbouring countries, especially Greece and Turkey, and high-

lighted the importance of sustaining tight business ties with Greece, particularly with 

regard to energy and transportation projects. Insofar Bulgaria is concerned, he 

acknowledged the positive economic development and the upward trends in exports 

(especially in the manufacturing sector), employment and industry.  The Prime Minis-

ter remarked that the construction of ports, motorways, railway lines, gas pipelines, 

predictable tax policy, reduction of the share of the grey sector, updated education and 

qualification of the workforce are among his government’s priorities. On EU level, 

Mr. Borissov stressed the importance of resolving our differences with Turkey in a 

diplomatic way, avoiding sanctions. He emphasised the importance of leaving behind 

any kind of hostile memory, instead pursuing our mutual interests and shaping our 

common future. 

 

 

An Overview of the Globsec 2019 Bratislava Forum 

 

Rastislav Káčer, Chairman, Globsec, Slovakia 

 
Ambassador Káčer centered his remarks around the prospects and challenges of a 
global order that is being radically reshaped. The Chairman of GLOBSEC pointed out 
that our world is essentially different than the one predicted by Francis Fukuyama 
thirty years ago, namely a world where democracy would prevail and the end of con-
frontations would be secured. As Ambassador Káčer remarked, our world is being 
disrupted in an unprecedented way by many forces and trends, such as the rise of 
nationalism and the Fourth Industrial Revolution. He presented the 2019 Globsec 
Bratislava Forum, whose title was “Navigating Through Disruption” and whose agen-
da included high-level discussion on a large variety of regional and global economic, 
political and security challenges, from the nature of diplomacy in the post-rule world 
to the potential changes that innovation may bring to the healthcare sector. 
 
 
 
 
Western Balkans: the Regional Stability Challenge 

 

Opening statement  

Ekaterina Zaharieva, Deputy Prime Minister for Judicial Reform and Minister of 

Foreign Affairs 

 

Comments 
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H.E. Hasan Ulusoy, Ambassador of the Republic of Turkey to the Republic of Bul-

garia 

H.E. Nataliya Apostolova, EU Ambassador to Kosovo 

Ambassador (ret.) Alexandros P. Mallias 

 

Chair: Antoinette Primatarova, Program Director, Centre for Liberal Strategies 

 

The discussion focused on the security and political challenges and risks facing the 

Western Balkans region. More specifically, the main issues discussed were the role 

and expectations of Turkey in the region, the presence of other, non western actors 

such as Russia and China, the state of Kosovo and the role of the EU in its course, as 

well as the impact of the Bulgarian Presidency in bringing Western Balkan countries’ 

EU accession at the top of the agenda, as illustrated by Minister Zaharieva. 

 

Minister Zaharieva extended gratitude to the organisers of Plovdiv Economic Forum 

for managing to bring together such distinguished personalities from politics, business 

and the NGO sector, so as to discuss contemporary domestic and regional challenges. 

 Minister Zaharieva highlighted the role of Bulgarian Presidency in bringing 

the topic of Western Balkan countries’ accession to the top of the agenda, stressing at 

the same time that the Balkan peoples seem to feel reassured that a European course is 

a course worth pursuing. She remarked that EU membership requires a set of stand-

ards to meet, hence leaders should be acting in a more decisive way so as to fulfil the 

necessary criteria. Minister Zaharieva also emphasised that it’s imperative for the EU 

to remain credible, keeping its promises and cultivate trust among its member-states. 

She concluded that the Balkans have huge overall potential, given that good neigh-

bouring relations are sustained, stating Bulgaria’s external behaviour as a paradigm. 

 

 

In the beginning of his remarks, Ambassador Ulusoy remarked that the Western Bal-

kan question is a multifaceted one and requires a holistic policy approach so as to 

render efficiently solutions to regional difficulties. The Ambassador stressed that Tur-

key, for many years now, is contributing to the efforts of making the peninsula more 

inclusive and more peaceful, both for the region itself and for people living in it. He 

emphasised that Turkey and the other Balkan countries are both allies and neighbours 

and that Turkey’s steady priority is to support all Balkan countries’s bid to join EU 

and NATO, a policy choice that Turkey will not be leaving behind, as he said. Amb. 

Ulusoy concluded that Turkey’s joining the EU is of mutual benefit to the two actors, 

supporting that Turkey’s help in promoting EU’s strategic regional and international 

goals is crucial. 

 

Ambassador Apostolova emphasised that, although all six Western Balkan states have 

their own characteristics and follow their distinct development routes, they all share 

common challenges such as the political and commercial influence by non-western 

actors, which systematically undermine their European path as well as poor econo-

mies, unsatisfactory living conditions, weak governance and extended corruption. In-

sofar Kosovo is concerned, Ambassador Apostolova stressed that its political system 

has been dominated by a political elite which emerged after the conflict, and which 

has been prioritising its personal interests over pursuing a sustainable policy agenda. 
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However, the EU is fighting to build a sound public governance system and to 

strengthen the rule of law, fighting at the same time corruption and organised crime. 

 

After thanking the organisers of Plovdiv Economic Forum, Ambassador Mallias re-

ferred to the timeless cultural significance of Plovdiv and talked about his diplomatic 

experience in the Balkans. Ambassador Mallias stressed the important role that identi-

ty and political psychology play in the Western Balkan regional political develop-

ments, drawing at the same time parallels between Delphic maxims and the EU’s de-

vise and advise for the Balkans. 

 

 

 

Where is Europe Heading Now? The New EU Parliament & EU  

Commision - What to Expect? 

 

Lilyana Pavlova, Member of the Parliament, Bulgaria  

Rastislav Káčer, Chairman, Globsec, Slovakia  

H.E. Päivi Blinnikka, Ambassador of the Republic of Finland to the R 

public of Bulgaria 

George Pagoulatos, Prof., Athens University of Economics & Business, 

VP, ELIAMEP  

      

Chair: Antoinette Primatarova, Program Director, Centre of Liberal Strategies 

 

This session focused on the major challenges facing the EU domestically and in the 

international level, such as security and migration, its future role as the potential de-

fender of the multilateral order, its position as global champion in climate action and 

its competitiveness status (especially with regards to the ongoing competition on mas-

tering new technologies, such as AI). Furthermore, the fragmentation which followed 

the recent European elections and its impact on the modus operandi of the parliament 

and the next Commission was also a matter of concern. 

 

Former Minister for the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU, Lilyana Pav-

lova, started her remarks referring to the main touch of the Bulgarian Presidency, 

namely the issue of Western Balkans integration process, stressing also the other pri-

orities of her country’s presidency. She mentioned that security and migration, hence 

terrorism and organised crime, are major challenges to the EU leadership. She also 

emphasised the exponential effect of digital transformation to the economic and labor 

structures, highlighting that Europe is lagging behind in this sector and has to increase 

its competitiveness. Minister Pavlova concluded that Europe, as an issue in its own 

shake, is now high on the agenda and that despite the nationalist rise, people are sin-

cerely concerned about a shared European future. 

 

Päivi Blinnikka, Ambassador of the Republic of Finland to the Republic of Bulgaria, 

centered her remarks around the strategic goals and priorities of the Finnish Presiden-

cy of the Council of the EU. Ambassador Blinnikka remarked that Europe must be-

come more economically competitive and has to strengthen its position as a global 

champion in climate action. The Ambassador also talked about the need of developing 

a strategy of comprehensive security, issues that the Finnish presidency will be priori-
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tising, without, as she said, forgetting Western Balkans and their common European 

future. 

 

Ambassador Káčer supported that for Europe, the current conjecture is a decisive one. 

He stressed that the election results proved more positive than previously estimated 

and that populism rise was ultimately contained. He also emphasised the importance 

for Europe to lead in new technologies. He highlighted that in order to become a 

global leader, Europe needs more integration in certain policy areas. Ambassador Ká-

čer referred also to Europe’s external behaviour and neighbourhood policy, stressing 

the need to handle its relationship with Russia, without abolishing the sanctions and 

without forgetting Russia’s acts in Crimea. 

 

Professor Pagoulatos, after analysing the outcomes of the last European elections, 

stressed that the EU has now inevitably become the most important defender of the 

multilateral order and the most important protector of free trade, which is threatened 

by populist forces on both sides of the Atlantic. He emphasised that the EU must effi-

ciently tackle the economic challenges laying ahead, including its position in the new 

technologies competition. He supported that Europe won’t be a global player until it 

puts its house in order, namely until it manages to make the euro a global currency   

and have the capacity to efficiently compete with the rest of disruptive global forces, 

such as China. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Global Business Cycle in the Balkans 

 

Fabricio Zarcone, Country Manager, World Bank, Bulgaria 

Larisa Manastirli, Director, EBRD, Sofia Resident Office  

Vladimir Mihailovski, IFC Country Officer, Bulgaria 

Andreas Beikos, Head, EIB, Bulgaria 

Krassen Stanchev, Associate Professor, Sofia University 

 

Chair: Georgy Ganev, Program Director, Centre for Liberal Strategies 

 

One of the major issues highlighted in the discussion is that sustaining solid and 
transparent institutions, is one of the key prerequisites for sustainable economic 
growth and stability. According to the panelists, there are a number of weaknesses 
hampering economic growth in the Balkans, the most important ones being problems 
related to dysfunctional rule of law and lack of transparency and sound governance. 
 
Fabricio Zarcone emphasised that one of the core elements of sustaining a healthy 

business environment is to sustain solid and transparent institutions. He referred to the 
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weaknesses that can hamper growth, such as absence of rule of law, corruption, ex-

cessive practise of money laundering as well as the problematic connectivity the Bal-

kans are suffering from. Mr. Zarcone noted that there should be adopted certain poli-

cies aiming at making business environment receptive to innovation and start-up initi-

atives. He also remarked that business reforms such as improvements in human capi-

tal should be made. Plus, an integrated approach to education, health and social pro-

tection has to be adopted. 

 

Larisa Manastirli noted that so as for the Western Balkans to achieve better conver-

gence with Western Europe, governments should proceed to various economic re-

forms. More specifically, Ms. Manastirli referred to the need of strengthening rule of 

law and judicial efficiency, dropping the barriers to finance and credit, lowering the 

interest rates, improving public governance and  bridging skills mismatch . Ms, 

Manastirli stressed certain areas of priority, such as harnessing innovation, where Eu-

rope is lagging behind, boosting climate change action and promoting ambitious in-

frastructure projects. 

 

Vladimir Mihailovski, IFC Country Officer, Bulgaria supported that the Balkans and 

Southeast Europe are traditionally lagging behind when it comes to economic events. 

He noted that the past five years, profits in the region have been very low and so have 

been the investment opportunities for available western capital. Furthermore, Mr. 

Mihailovski said that the political and economic risk seems still high in the Balkans 

but profit has the potential to prove higher. He estimated that investors start to be-

come more interested in public sector infrastructures, transport -especially airports- 

and usually prefer to invest based on a public private partnership format. 

 

 

Andreas Beikos centered his remarks around the functions and strategies of the Euro-

pean Investment Bank, notably in relation to the development of the Western Balkan 

countries. He noted that the EIB, using various funds and instruments, is helping the 

countries to upgrade their economic and social infrastructure in order to boost their 

competitiveness. Mr. Beikos also expressed concerns over the non-EU actors that are 

excessively investing in the region and seemed worried about the geopolitical ramifi-

cations of such activities. 

 

Concluding the panel discussion, Mr. Krassen Stanchev, Associate Professor with the  

University of Sofia remarked that despite the inevitable ramifications of the global 

bossiness cycles and given their complexity, countries in the region can indeed prove 

resilient to the changes. As an example, he noted that Brexit will not affect the west-

ern balkans at all, as  performance is not related with transfers from the EU. 

 

 

In conversation - Prof. Georgy Ganev, Program Director, Center for Liberal Strate-

gies 

 

Chair: Georgi Stoytchev, Executive Director, Open Society Institute, Bulgaria 

 

 

Prof. Georgy Ganev, Program Director with the Center for Liberal Strategies in Sofia, 

noted that after 20 years of basing itself upon the liberal economic model and having 
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passed through domestic ordeals and global challenges,  Bulgaria is now doing good 

not so much in terms of growth but mainly in terms of implementation, income and 

labour activeness. Prof. Ganev referred to the quality of labour force as a limiting fac-

tor of economic growth. He remarked that the real challenge is to create quality jobs 

so as to increase productivity and to raise living standards; a challenge, however, is 

also to prepare Bulgarian human capital to occupy these jobs. Prof. Ganev stressed 

that the Bulgarian higher education often lacks the capacity to train students to meet 

the market’s demands. 

 

Another question posed was whether Bulgaria should change its economic policies or 

just let the economy make its course. Professor Ganev’s answer is that Bulgaria 

should do both. He remarked that the state itself cannot find the solution. Instead, it 

has to allow society to create the conditions so as for employers to find themselves, 

providing social mechanism for innovation, minimising risks, increasing efficiency. 

Prof. Ganev emphasised that the key challenge Bulgaria has to tackle so as to guaran-

tee better quality of life is to efficiently promote innovation, to introduce new tech-

nologies and to motivate society to harness the new disruptive trends through entre-

preneurship and risk taking. 

 

Prof. Ganev referred also to the importance of rule of law as a major parameter  in the 

smooth operation of the free market system and in guaranteeing new returns. As he 

noted, if rule of law does not exist, this will translate into a type of dictatorship of the 

regulators over the businesses. 

 

Innovation in Healthcare - A Cure for Demographic Problems 

 

Deyan Denev, Executive Director, ARPharM Bulgaria 

Assena Stoimenova, Prof., Faculty of public health, Medical University, Sofia 

 

Chair: Dr Kountcho Trifonov, Managing Director, Health PR 

 

 
According to the discussants, life expectancy in Bulgaria has dramatically increased 
over the past few years and this is attributed to a large extent, to innovations and 
improved quality in healthcare. The panelists agreed that investment in healthcare is 
most important, not only because it prolongs life and its quality but also because this 
translates into having productive human resources for a longer period of time, some-
thing crucial given Bulgaria’s demographic state. 
 

Mr. Deyan Denev, Executive Director of ARPharM Bulgaria, emphasised that 

healthcare is a key sector if the Bulgarian economy, having a share of 9%, with 5% 

redistributed to the public and 4% reinvested in healthcare industry. First referring to 

the demographic crisis experiencing Eastern Europe, Mr. Denev noted that in 2050, 

only 1/3 of employees will contribute to the social security system, making more and 

more retirees to rely on the government for their healthcare needs. Mr. Denev re-

marked that the retirement age is linked to life expectancy - the better the expectancy 

rate, the higher the retirement age. Hence, key is to explore what can be done in order 

to influence the process of active ageing, namely to increase life expectancy, remain-

ing at the same time productive for as long as possible. Investing in healthcare is the 

most convenient measure to do so as according to research, the dramatic rise of life 
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expectancy in Bulgaria can be, to a significant extent, attributed to innovations in the 

sector. 

 

 

Assena Stoimenova, Professor of the faculty of public health at the Medical Universi-

ty of Sofia remarked that innovation is crucial to the development of more efficient 

medicine, treatment, diagnosis and prevention, something that can be seen in cases of 

breast and prostate cancer, where lethal incidents are becoming less as medical tech-

nology proceeds. According to Ms. Stoimenova, innovations, despite giving more re-

search and practical treatment opportunities to doctors, it can be also perceived as an 

indicator of how society can discuss risk and make people responsible. Ms. Stoime-

nova concluded that a major future mega trend where we should attract significant 

investment, is personalised medicine, namely customising, individualising treatment. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Conditions for Transforming Bulgaria as a European Digital Hub  

 

Mariya Gabriel, EU Commissioner for Digital Economy & Society 

 

Konrad Kas, Public Policy Manager CEE, Google 

Diana Valkova, Dinova Rusev & Partners Law Office 

 

Chair: Anton Gerunov, COO, LogSentinel, Bulgaria 

 

The discussants referred to the prospects of digital development of Bulgaria and the 
other counties of the Balkan region, to the conditions upon which technology can be 
an exponential economic driver to the southeast Europe as well as to the role, the 
potential and the limitations of the EU in managing and navigating technological dis-
ruption in the regional and the global level. 
 
Commissioner Mariya Gabriel remarked that digitisation has become part of our pre-

sent as well as part of our future. Bulgarians should try to define their own unique ap-

proach to exponential technology and base upon it the strategy which will allow them 

to become a central agent of the whole process. According to Commissioner Gabriel, 

Europe is unfortunately not at the centre of the technological revolution. It lacks be-

hind, as it does not invest to the extent that the US and China do, to cybersecurity and 

artificial intelligence. However, she noted that if using the full range of available in-

struments, it could supersede most constraints. The Commissioner pointed out that 

there is significant divergence among member states when it comes both to access and 

adaptation to new technologies. As she highlights, we need to be doing more to en-

sure that companies recognise new technological tools as an opportunity for develop-

ment and profit. Commissioner Gabriel also emphasised the need for the EU to de-

ploy more regional funds to support peripheral businesses in the period of transition, 
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to alter its investment support approach insofar as Horizon programs are concerned 

and to make huge endeavours to close the digital divide among member-states. 
 

 

Konrad Kas, Public Policy Manager CEE at Google analysed what the digital poten-

tial is for Bulgaria and other countries in the region, how tech can be such an expo-

nential economic driver for Bulgaria that can transform it into a digital powerhouse in 

the EU, and how Google does support this digital transformation. Mr. Kas noted that 

the rise of digitisation can become the next growth engine and can secure sustainable 

development rates in the long term. As he said, more than 8 billion euros could be 

made by 2025 by a smooth transition to digital economy, a number that represents 

16% of the Bulgarian GDP. According to Mr. Kas, despite the challenges, Bulgaria 

has a strong potential to harness disruptive technologies to a great extent. 
 

Diana Valkova from the Dinova Rusev & Partners Law Office emphasised that artifi-

cial intelligence and relevant technologies constitute as significant a revolution as did 

electricity back in the era of the Industrial Revolution. Ms. Voklova supported that 

Bulgaria should be ready with its own plan, so as not to miss the tremendous oppor-

tunity to harness the benefits deriving from the rise of new technologies. She re-

marked that the country does have competitive advantages such as cheap labour and 

low and stable taxes. However, she suggested that the government adopt a compre-

hensive educational plan involving lifelong learning programs and that it introduce 

new taxation along with new income and insurance policies adapted to new labour 

and business needs. Ms. Volkova insisted that the most fundamental thing that Bul-

garia should do is to develop its institutional capacity in light of the new technological 

era, namely prepare itself to draft and implement new regulations. 
 

 
 

Tourism & Culture as a Tool for Growth 

 

Nikolina Angelkova, Minister of Tourism, Bulgaria 

Boil Banov, Minister of Culture, Bulgaria 
 

 

Chair: Milla Mineva, Centre for Liberal Strategies 

 

The discussion underscored the importance of tourism to the overall efficiency of 

Bulgarian economy, referring also to the foremost goals and strategic priorities of the 

Bulgarian Government so to sustain the country as a high-end tourist destination. The 

strategy of designing a very diverse portfolio of tourist products as well as the joint 

initiatives of the Ministries of Tourism and Culture were also analysed. 

 

 

In the beginning of her remarks, Nikolina Angelkova, Minister of Tourism of Bulgaria 
underscored the importance of tourism to the overall efficiency of Bulgarian econo-
my. The Minister emphasised the importance of the cultural aspect of tourism to the 
overall success of the country’s industry. She noted that the last 2 years, heritage 
goes hand in hand with leisure tourism as more than 25% of visitors that come for 
seaside leisure, also visit cultural sites. Minister Angelkova noted that one of the the 
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foremost goals and strategic priorities of the Bulgarian Government is to sustain the 
country as a high-end tourist destination. To achieve this ambitious goal, the Minis-
ter argued that efforts are to be made jointly with other ministries and government 
agencies. She added that special attention should be paid to building the necessary 
infrastructure facilities, to develop qualified workforce and to tackle environmental 
challenges such as sea pollution. 
 

Minister Angelkova also marked the importance of cooperation between the central 
government, local authorities and the private sector, hence an organisation that will 
coordinate joint action and will manage tourist regions is to be set up. 
 
Minister Angelkova highlighted that Bulgaria has design a very diverse portfolio of 
tourist products, combining summer and winter tourism and further focusing on dif-
ferent types of experiences, such as an amalgam of religion, health, history and lei-
sure. She concluded stating that it is required for Bulgaria to improve its reputation 
and promote a positive strategic narrative, which is of major importance especially 
with regard with high-class tourism, as she noted. 
 
Boil Banov, Minister of Culture of the Republic of Bulgaria remarked that cultural 

tourism is absolutely instrumental, as there are plenty of regions that can only rely on 

their cultural and religious aspects. The Minister noted that everything comes down to 

regional policy and concluded that each region should have a vision when it comes to 

cultural and tourism policy. After outlining various domestic projects that his Minis-

try has been undertaking, such as the comprehensive promotion of Danube River re-

gion through music festivals, Minister Banov put special emphasis to joint interna-

tional cultural projects such as the cooperation with the French and the Emirati Cul-

ture Ministry as well as the Louvre Museum.  

 
 

 

In conversation – Christos Harpantidis, Managing Director PMI, Greece,  

Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia,Slovenia,  

 

Chair: Petar Ganev, Institute for Market Economics  

   

 

The conversation presented the vision of Philip Morris International for a world with-

out cigarettes, achievable mainly through the production of IQOS Heatcontrol™ 

Technology. As Mr. Charpantidis, Managing Director of PMI for Greece, Bulgaria, 

Romania, Croatia and Slovenia highlighted, this transformation is still in the begin-

ning. In order to progress significantly towards this paradigm shift, we need all stake-

holders to debate and undertake joint endeavours. As mentioned, IQOS was the first 

product of its kind to get approval with a statement that it’s appropriate to the public 

health by the competent US authorities, recognising that it contains less toxicants 

compared to regular cigarettes. PMI investments in southeast Europe were also a mat-

ter discussed. As Mr. Charpantidis underscored, innovation comes with investment. 

And this is the case for Philip Morris International as well. As he noted, during the 

past 3 years, PMI invested in changing their factories in Romania and Greece to pro-

duce HEETS™ for IQOS. PMI also launched a call centre in Greece and they are 



 

13 

about to do so in Bulgaria too. PMI has also formed an extended network of licensed 

stores. 

 

Mr. Charpantidis aligned himself with the view of Prime Minister Borissov that joint 

efforts are needed to build infrastructure and create synergies so as to propel causes of 

mutual interest. He highlighted the importance of a positive regulatory environment 

and its significance in attracting investment so as for the whole society to move ahead 

with more employment opportunities and more potential to drive Bulgaria and the 

whole region to more productive paths. 
 

 

 

Infrastructure and Connectivity in Bulgaria and the Region 

             

Rossen Jeliazkov, Minister of Transport, IT & Communications, Bulgaria 

Dmitry Pankin, President, Black Sea Trade and Development Bank 

Amb.Michael B.Christides, Sec.Gen.,Organization of the Black Sea Economic Co-

operation, Turkey 

 

 Chair: Daniel Stefanov, Program Coordinator, ECFR Sofia 

 

The discussion focused on the various domestic and transnational transportation pro-
jects and their contribution to improving connectivity in the Southeast Europe region, 
such as the Black Sea Ring Highway. The role of the Black Sea Trade and Develop-
ment Bank and of the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation to the ef-
ficient implementation of infrastructure and transportation projects was also high-
lighted.  
 
 

Rossen Jeliazkov, Minister of Transport, IT & Communications of the Republic of 

Bulgaria stressed that connectivity is a primary focus of the Government’s work. As 

he noted, connectivity and transport was some  of the priorities main of the Bulgarian 

Presidency of the Council of the European Union. The Minister remarked that their 

ongoing strategic priorities include two European transport corridors, both road and 

railway ones, connecting western balkans to the Orient, a road connecting Sofia to 

Skopje, a railway linking to the Serbian border as well as a game changing transport 

project with Greece. In terms of transport projects, the Minister underscored that spe-

cial emphasis will be put into sustaining what has already been achieved as well as 

into constantly improving railway infrastructures such as speed and every other aspect 

guaranteeing smooth movement and operation. Minister Jeliazkov concluded that they 

will be using all regional and European investment instruments available so as to fi-

nance construction and maintenance of high-end infrastructure. 

 

Presenting the role and functions of the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank, its 

President Dmitry Pankin made it clear that it is not its goal to substitute private inves-

tors, instead cooperating with them. As he pointed out, there are some advantages of 

development banks, the most important one being  that they do not simply providing 

money but they also act as a stamp of quality, as an institutional proof that an invest-

ment has a good feasibility study, good legal analytics as well as a further capacity to 

negotiate with government authorities. Insofar as Bulgaria is concerned, Mr. Pankin 
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suggested that legislation is further liberalised, emphasising that public-private part-

nerships legislation in Bulgaria is still not as clear and flexible as an investor would 

want to. 

 

Amb. Michael B.Christides, Sec.Gen. of the Organization of the Black Sea Economic 

Cooperation explained, in the beginning of his remarks that the organisation he is pre-

siding over is the oldest and most mature regional one to promote cooperation among 

its certain member-states, implementing multi-model transport projects, hence im-

proving connectivity in the region. Ambassador Christides emphasised that Bulgaria 

just completed a very successful semester as chairman of the organisation with great 

achievements in the sectors of transportations and connectivity. 

 

After stressing the tight connection between connectivity and digitisation, the Ambas-

sador referred to the Black Sea Ring Highway, a multi-model transport network, and 

includes the maintenance, reconstruction, development, modernisation and new con-

struction of a main and secondary road infrastructure, whose length is approximately 

7,000 km. 

 
 
 

 

Bulgaria’s Road Map to ERM II and the Banking Union 

 

Asen Yagodin, Exec. Director & member of the Mgt Board, Postbank 

Levon Hampartzoumian, Financial Expert, UniCredit Bulbank Bank 

    

Chair: Georgy Ganev, Program Director, Centre for Liberal Strategies 

 

 

The discussion focused on the Road Map Bulgaria should stick to so as prepare itself 

to further integrate in the European financial structures. In this context, the panelists 

emphasised the close cooperation between Bulgarian authorities and the ECB and the 

good standing of the Bulgarian banking system. The panelists agreed that what mat-

ters is to meet up the targets and not so much the pace of doing so. It was also re-

marked that the advantages of joining a powerful and influential club are many and 

there’s no alternative currency system that Bulgaria can join. 
 

 

Asen Yagodin, Exec. Director & member of the Mgt Board of Postbank remarked that 

it’s not so important whether there is a certain delay in joining ERM. As he pointed 

out, what is important is to follow the original plan the Bulgarian Government draft-

ed, a fact which will be perceived as another sign of stability of the country’s finan-

cial system. As Mr. Yagodin remarked, the mechanism underwent two crises and re-

mained stable, while all three Bulgarian systemic banks successfully passed stress 

tests, validating the quality of their assets. Furthermore, Mr. Yagodin added that the 

Bulgarian currency is fixed, interest rates are pretty much adjusted to the European 

level while Bulgaria is 2nd in Europe when it comes to positive debt indicators. All 

these confirm, according to the speaker, that Bulgaria is a state with justified trust in 

its banking system, where an investor can operate successfully. 

 



 

15 

According to Mr. Levon Hampartzoumian, Financial Expert with the UniCredit 

Bulbank Bank, Bulgaria cannot be a fully functional member of the EU if it’s not par-

taking in all its clubs and formats. However there are certain fears of joining the 

EMU, which according to Mr. Hampartzoumian are not very standing. He supported 

that there is not going to be a price shock, as is widely heard. The real risk, he con-

cluded, is the currency relation to the dollar. He also remarked that the advantages of 

joining a powerful and influential club are many and there’s no alternative currency 

system that Bulgaria can join. 

 
 
 

Rule of Law in the EU Framework 

 

Opening statement 

 

Danail Kirilov, Minister of Justice, Republic of Bulgaria 

 

Ognian Zlatev, Head of the EC Representation in Bulgaria 

Jacek Kucharczyk, President of the Institute for Public Affairs, Poland 

 

Chair: Daniel Smilov, Program Director, Centre for Liberal Strategies 

 

Minister Kirilov emphasised that Bulgaria, as an EU member-state, support rule of 
law and sticks with its principles and implementation, despite some relevant indica-
tors not being so favourable for Bulgaria. At the same time, he stressed that rule of 
law is closely related to trust. Furthermore, the authoritarian shift of Poland when it 
comes to judicial independence, as well as the viewpoints and estimation of the Eu-
ropean Commission on the challenges and prospects of rule of law in the Union and 
its neighbourhood were outlined. 
 

 
Danail Kirilov, Minister of Justice of the Republic of Bulgaria emphasised that Bul-
garia, as an EU member-state, support rule of law and sticks with its principles and 
implementation. The Minister said that, in spite of some relevant indicators not be-
ing so favourable for Bulgaria, the government perceives them as an indication of 
the enormous work that lies ahead so as to have them ameliorated. At the same 
time, he stressed that rule of law is closely related to trust, “an institution fundamen-

tal to smooth function of all 28 members”. As Minister Kirilov pointed out, the core 

element of a stable democracy is trust in law, trust in State, trust in society. 

 

Jacek Kucharczyk, President of the Institute for Public Affairs in Poland referred to 

the violation of judicial independence in Poland and how the government’s authoritar-

ian practices propelled a clash with EU institutions and constituted a backlash to lib-

eral democracy. As Mr. Kucharczyk highlighted, the changes the Law and Justice par-

ty made to the structure and function of the judiciary, since it came to power in 2015, 

created a totally new state as regards the rule of law in the European Union. As he 

noted, following this intervention, the European authorities activated for the first time 

in history the article 7 procedure against Poland. 
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Ognian Zlatev, Head of the EC Representation in Bulgaria referred to the importance 

and the prospects of rule of law, as perceived and promoted by the European Com-

mission. As mentioned, Rule of law guarantees fundamental rights and values, allows 

the application of EU law, and supports an investment-friendly business environment 

and is one of the fundamental values upon which the EU is based on. The rule of law 

could and should be further strengthened. This need points to the imperative for better 

promotion of the rule of law, early prevention of risks or breaches to the rule of law, 

and effective response when such issues occur in the Union. 

 

 
 

 

Developments in FDI & Regional Economic Clusters 

 

Stamen Yanev, CEO, Investbulgaria Agency 

Petar Ivanov, Executive Director, AmCham, Bulgaria 

Plamen Panchev, Chairman of the Board, TEZ Bulgaria 

Nikolay Garnev, Country Managing Partner Ernst & Young for Bulgaria, North 

Macedonia, Albania and Kosovo 

Dimitris Papoulis, CEO, Sofia South Ring Mall EAD 

            

Chair: Petar Ganev, Institute for Market Economics 

 

 

The prerequisites of attracting high-end foreign investments as well as Bulgaria’s ad-

vantages as a market were explicitly analysed in the discussion, along with the im-

perative to attract more investments in technology and innovation. Furthermore, key 

investments in the country, such as the Sofia South Ring Mall and the components of 

Trakia Economic Zone were presented by their respective high-level executives. 

 

Stamen Yanev, CEO of  Investbulgaria Agency, Bulgaria’s official investment agen-

cy, whose mission is to the coordination and promotion of the advantages of Bulgaria 

for attracting foreign investment, remarked that for a little economy, talking bout in-

vestments meaning important reliance to Foreign Direct Investments - that’s why the 

topic of the panel is most relevant. Mr. Yanev highlighted that so as for investments 

to be attracted, there are two main preconditions: predictable and stable legal frame-

work and low taxation. He supported that Bulgaria does have low and stable taxes and 

hence investors can rely on this predictability as well as on the quality of public ad-

ministration, despite some past ramifications. Mr. Yanev concluded that the main fo-

cus of the Agency is to attract investments in high tech and innovation, which are two 

crucial sectors so as for the Bulgarian economy to generate value. 

 

Mr. Petar Ivanov, Executive Director of the American Chamber of Commerce in Bul-
garia analysed during his remarks the scale and value of Transatlantic Economy. He 
mentioned that the Transatlantic Economy accounts for the 1/3 of global GDP while 
creating about 16.000.000 job positions and 850 mil commercial sales on both sides 
of the Atlantic. Mr. Ivanov mentioned that Bulgaria’s good exports to the US are 
about 659 mil, with computers and electronic products being the top one, while its 
services exports amount to 406 mil. The Executive Director of the American Chamber 
also remarked that Bulgaria can be a top investment destination as it is a sustainable 
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economic and business environment, it has well-developed human capital and the 
rule of law and law enforcement  can benefit investment process and results. 
 
Mr. Nikolay Garnev, Country Managing Partner Ernst & Young for Bulgaria, North 

Macedonia, Albania and Kosovo started his speech by stressing the importance of  a 

methodology which measures “only real” FDI, namely foreign direct investments 

leading to new facilities and jobs, not just M&A actions or financial transactions. Mr. 

Garnev stressed that this year it was the first time in 6 years that we witnessed a drop 

in FDI in Europe. This might be attributed in a relative recession presented in large 

European countries such as Germany, which are the drivers of the European economy 

at large. Also, as Mr. Garnev pointed out, Brexit and its resulting uncertainty turned 

out to be a stopper in investments in Europe. Lastly, Mr. Garnev emphasised that in-

vestors’ criteria to choose a market are a stable taxation system, quality of human re-

sources (availability of skills, price of labour etc), copyright protection standards as 

well as  the overall digital culture of each market’s population. 

 
 

 
Mr. Plamen Panchev, Chairman of the Board of the Trakia Economic Zone of Bulgar-

ia, presented the various aspects of the TEZ investment project. As he said, the TEZ is 

the largest investment project in Eastern Europe, having six industrial zones and host-

ing more than 180 companies. Furthermore, over 75,000 people are employed in TEZ, 

in an occupied area of 3,2 million m2. Moreover, as Mr. Panchez mentioned, TEZ’s 

investors include some of the largest companies by revenue in the world such as TNT, 

ABB and LIEBHERR. 

 

Mr. Dimitris Papoulis, CEO of the Sofia South Ring Mall presented, during his re-

marks, the investment project of Sofia South Ring Mall. As he remarked, Sofia Ring 

Mall is a shopping center which has two hundred stores representing over 400 brands 

of which 100 completely new to the Bulgarian market. The shopping center has the 

largest indoor amusement center; the largest indoor karting track for the country with 

an area of 7,500 m²; the largest department store, extending to 6,500 m²; free parking 

lot with a total of 3,500 parking spaces and VIP parking lot with 100 places. Sofia 

Ring Development will have a total cost of more than 300 million euro. The invest-

ment comes from the Greek companies Fourlis Group and Danaos Group, specialized 

in the shipping industry. 

 
 

 

Energy Geopolitics - Shifting Forces in the Region 

 

 I. Oil and Gas 

 

Teodora Georgieva, Exec.officer & Board Member, ICGB AD, Bulgaria  

 

II. Renewables and electricity    

 

Ivan Ivanov, Chairman, Energy & Water Regulatory Commission, Bulgaria 

Olivier Marquette, President, AES Bulgaria 

Yolian Ivanov, Exec. Director for Southern Europe, “The Collins Group”  
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Alexandra Psyrri, Chief Executive Director, PPC Bulgaria 

George Kremlis, Honorary Director, EC, in charge of Circular Economy, Brussels

  

 

Chair: Nikolay Minkov, Executive Director, Industrial Cluster Srednogorie, Bulgaria

   

 

 

One of the key topics of the discussion was the Gas Interconnector Greece - Bulgaria 

and its significance to regional security and diversification of sources of supply of 

natural gas to Bulgaria. Also, the advantages of other major energy projects, such as 

PPC Bulgaria and Saint Nikola Wind Farm of AES Bulgaria were highlighted, while 

special emphasis was given to the business prospects of blue and circular economy in 

the era of climate change. 

 

 

Mrs. Teodora Georgieva presented economic, financial and operational details of the 

ICGB project as part of the Southern gas line. She emphasised on the importance of 

the project and the support it has been receiving due to its key role in the energy 

security of Bulgaria and the region. She also noted that the project will have a mo-

mentary effect on EU and regional level. As part of the diversification, Mrs. 

Georgieva mentioned the significance of the inter-connectors with Serbia and with 

Romania. Mrs. Teodora Georgieva gave more details into the ICG project considering 

its economic, financial and strategic functions as well as the operational state. She 

stressed the strategic importance of the project in diversifying the suppliers of ener-

gy and outlined the effects both on the EU and on the region. 

 

Dr. Ivan Ivanov commented on the need of policies around security, trust and effi-

ciency as well as an integrated European energy market and decarbonising the 

economy through innovation and modernisation. He noted that smart solutions are 

needed to improve security of supplies and achieve compliance with EU standards in 

many aspects. He further stressed the need of better use of resources to establish 

low-carbon economy because, even though Bulgaria has achieved the 2020 goals, 

the ones set out to 2030 are higher. Dr Ivanov emphasised on the role of the nation-

al regulators in controlling and ensuring a liquid and competitive electricity market. 

Dr. Ivanov concluded, highlighting the need of a concrete national strategy to ensure 

good balance  of the energy systems. 

Mr. Olivier Marquette began by noting the difference of electricity and oil markets 

with the former being much more volatile as electricity is not an “off the shelf” 

product. He built on this by outlining the importance of the proper market structure 

to adequate deliveries and signals to producers. Mr. Marquette marked Bulgaria’s 

progress in regards to the free market, but also highlighted that the country still has 

a lot to accomplish. He emphasised that political drivers are important but so are the 

economic ones, highlighting that renewable energy is the cheapest way to produce 
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electricity, although lacks absolute predictability. He also discussed the importance 

of the availability of flexible generation of energy with special mention to renewable 

structures. Mr. Marquette also referred to AES projects such as Saint Nikola Wind 

Farm and TPP AES Galabovo, a thermal power plant producing electricity entirely 

from local lignites originating from the Maritza East Basin in South Bulgaria. 

 

Dr Yolian Ivanov, Exec. Director for Southern Europe of “The Collins Group”  stressed 

the need of working together in order to harness mutual opportunities and benefits 

of various projects in Bulgaria and the South East Europe region. He also commented 

on modernisation of the production process and the necessity of developing the 

quality of human capital. 

 

Ms. Alexandra Psyrri, Chief Executive Director of PPC Bulgaria centered her remarks 

around the profile, oeuvre and goals of the company. PPC Bulgaria is a subsidiary of 

the Greek electricity Utility Public Power Corporation S.A. and has successfully es-

tablished itself on the Bulgaria electricity market in 2015. Some of the company’s  

main strategic goals to build-up capabilities for operations in the Bulgarian wholesale 

market, to achieve profitable operations by developing a well-balanced wholesale 

portfolio and to execute procurement of electricity on Northern borders of Greece as 

well as optimisation of such electricity procurement. Ms. Psyrri noted that PPC Bul-

garia has a turnover of 4,9 bn euros with its total assets amounting to 15,4 bn euros. 

As she remarked, the company’s customers are about 7.2 million and it is present in 

other Balkan countries, such as Turkey and N. Macedonia through its subsidiaries. 

 

 

Mr Kremlis, Honorary Director of the European Commission, opened the panel with 

the EU’s outlook for circular economy as a new model due to the effects of climate 

change. He also pointed the need of changing the culture, utilizing resources and re-

ducing the environmental footprint of the production process both within Bulgaria 

and the EU. Mr. Kremlis noted that, despite still having lignite power plants, we are 

entering the post-lignite period out of environmental consideration, as we have to 

comply with the EU Industrial Emissions Directive (IED). Mr. Kremlis concluded high-

lighting the rising importance of blue economy and circular economy, which, as men-

tioned, is becoming a new priority in the European and the global level. Lastly, he 

referred to the term “prosumers”, namely consumers who in the near future will be 

able to produce their own green energy through renewable sources. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Plovdiv Economic Forum Ltd. 2019 

 

 


